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Abstract 
In the following project we have presented philosophical theories by Charles 
Taylor in order to understand the development of the main character in the 
novel The Color Purple by Alice Walker. Our aim has been to read the novel 
from a philosophical point of view, by means of Taylor’s The Politics of 
Recognition, and from Alice Walker’s own philosophical and feminist 
concept of Womanism. Furthermore we have taken a closer look at the 
contemporary history in the Southern part of America in the early 30s. 
We have identified the key element for identity development as recognition. 
This concept has been discussed and applied through close textual analysis. 
 
Summary 
Det følgende projekt er baseret på romanen, The Color Purple af Alice 
Walker. Vores hensigt med dette projekt er at klarlægge transformation fra 
være nogen til at blive nogen. For at anskueliggøre denne proces har vi valgt 
at inddrage filosofiske teorier af Charles Taylor fra hans værk The Politics of 
Recognition. Endvidere har vi belyst emnet via den filosofiske retning 
Womanism.  
De enkelte teorier er først beskrevet i separate kapitler, hvorefter de er 
anvendt i en dybdegående tekst analyse af selve romanen. Vores 
udgangspunkt gennem hele projektet har været baseret på hovedpersonen 
Celie og hendes personlige udvikling gennem romanen.  
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I vores research har vi fundet ligheder mellem forfatteren Alice Walker’s liv 
og skildringerne af personerne og begivenhederne i romanen. Fortællingen 
finder sted i den første halvdel af det 20. århundrede og der kan drages 
paralleller til den historiske samtid.  
Som et resultat af vores arbejde med dette emne har vi identificeret hoved 
elementerne for udviklingen af en identitet som værende et resultat af 
anerkendelse. Hvis denne anerkendelse ikke opnås kan det forsage 
underdanighed og undertrykkelse og kan have fatale konsekvenser for 
personlig udvikling. Roman belyser Charles Taylor’s budskaber i dens 
skildring af hovedpersonen Celie fra værende en underdanig og undertrykt 
kvinde til et frit og selvstændigt individ. 
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Introduction 
    
“I’m pore, I’m black, I may be ugly and can’t 
cook(…) But I’m here” -Walker (1982: 210) 
 
In the early 20th century American black people were not equal to the white 
community. Especially women were facing oppression from various parts of 
society. They were not only confronting the problems of racism and class 
differences, but were also suffering from the consequences of sexism in their 
patriarchal culture (Ogunyemi, 1985).  
This was what first caught our attention and this is what we are interested in 
working with. Therefore we have chosen the novel The Color Purple written 
by Alice Walker, as it portrays the living conditions of the black women in 
the United States before the Civil Rights Movement in the 1960s. When 
reading the novel, we took an interest in the main character Celie and her 
development throughout the novel. This led us to the concept of recognition 
and how important it is to be recognized in societies. To understand the 
concept of recognition we will take our point of departure in the essay “The 
Politics of Recognition” by the philosopher Charles Taylor, and draw parallels 
to The Color Purple.       
The term recognition is a philosophical concept and, as Taylor argues, the key 
condition of becoming. Becoming is vital for the foundation of human beings 
and the development of their identity. What does it mean to be somebody to 
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begin with, and then become somebody (else)? Recognition allows one to be 
confirmed in oneself and one’s personality. It is the key element for further 
development. If you are not recognized by others you feel oppressed and 
useless and consequently your development can slow down or stop the active 
process of becoming (Taylor, 1994).  Even today, the living conditions make 
it difficult for many black women to be recognized and therefore be able to 
recognize themselves. Recognizing themselves was not an option black 
women had an easy access to in the past. 
One of the most influential black female authors, who emphasize these 
conditions, is Alice Walker. Walker was involved in the Civil Rights 
Movement during the 1960s and her written works were inspired by her 
activities in the 60s counterculture. In her career Walker coined the concept of 
womanism, which is another direction of black feminism. The novel The 
Color Purple is one of many novels that draw on womanism as it portrays the 
living conditions of black women in the early 20th century in the U.S.    
The quote at the beginning of our introduction contains the keywords we 
would like to work with: recognition and what conditions recognition; the 
state of being, and the process of becoming. Walker is clearly interested in the 
tension between passive states and active processes that lead to establishing 
what conditions recognition, and the degree to which recognition can be said 
to be the vehicle for constituting an identity. The quote which is a line stated 
by Celie, the main character in the novel The Color Purple, indicates that she 
reaches a point in the novel at which she recognizes herself, and becomes 
aware of her own being.    
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This project contains two additional chapters that gather some background 
knowledge on the novel The Color Purple.  
The contemporary history chapter aims to portray the living conditions in the 
Southern States of the US in the beginning of the last century. Even though 
The Color Purple is a fictional work, the environment of those days is close to 
what Walker depicts in her novel. Some sudden turns in the characters’ fate 
can be easier apprehended while knowing the historical circumstances of that 
time.    
Furthermore we will offer some biographical details of Alice Walker’s life as 
we intend to stress the significance and links between her personal life and 
her writings. According to various biographies, Walker was temporarily 
blinded on one eye and the isolation that followed from this might have led 
her to the interest towards reading and writing (Bloom, 2000). The Color 
Purple also contains some occurrences, for example, of blindness, and it is 
possible to find more, significant for our reading, equivalents of such events 
in the author’s personal life story.  
 
Research question 
In this project we will thus investigate Celie’s development from being 
someone who is oppressed, uneducated and powerless to becoming someone 
(else) who is independent, free and powerful.   
       
• How does recognition become the vehicle for what conditions the 
process of becoming? 
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Contextual questions: 
• How does Charles Taylor explain recognition?   
 
• Does the novel intend to portray a realistic image of the black 
population in the US in the early 20th century? 
 
• What is womanism and where does it derive from?  
 
 
Thematic question: 
• How does Celie’s identity/”the self” develop throughout Alice 
Walker´s novel The Color Purple? 
 
Questions of character relations: 
• How does Celie develop throughout the novel?  
 
• What affect do Shug and Sophia have on Celie’s development 
throughout the novel?  
 
Dimensions 
We intend to cover the dimension Text & Sign by taking a point of departure 
in the literary aspect of Walker’s novel The Color Purple. We will analyze 
the main character Celie and her relation to some of the other women 
presented in the story.  
 
The studies of the philosophical import of womanism for race and gender 
studies we will cover the dimension of Science & Philosophy. We will give 
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an account of the main principles of womanism and investigate the 
philosophy behind the works of Charles Taylor as well. 
 
Delimitation 
This project can take a point of departure in many critical schools, for 
example cultural materialism or Marxism. Another way to look at an analysis 
of this novel could be through the scope of social science and with help from 
empirical work. In this project however, we are more interested in offering a 
close textual analysis of the novel by showing how The Politics of 
Recognition intertwines with black feminism on an aesthetic and literary 
level. Also we do not intend to introduce the history of the philosophical 
concept of recognition. We will mainly focus on this concept as it was 
introduced by Charles Taylor.  
 
Semester theme – Time, Space and Identity 
Our main source for the project The Color Purple fits with this semester’s 
theme very well. The novel takes place decades ago and in the southern states 
of America. The story stretches over several decades from Celie’s early teens 
to her sixties. The issue of space is very present in the novel as well. The 
novel, for instance, deals with many separations. The third and maybe the 
most important aspect in this project is the theme of identity, since Celie 
undergoes major changes and ends up recognizing herself. Celie’s sense of 
herself is being conditioned by space and time. 
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Theoretical and methodological framework 
In this project we intend to use the methods from the dimensions of Text & 
Sign as well as Science & Philosophy. Since our primary source is a fictional 
work it will deal with the method of close textual analysis. This method lends 
itself to a philosophical and feminist reading of the text and thereby enables 
us to interpret concepts such as ‘recognition’ and ‘becoming.’ Through the 
fictional text we may extrapolate the significance of Walker’s contribution to 
gender/cultural studies, and her aim to change the prevalent gender roles and 
patterns. Changing dominant and patriarchal orders is still very much a real 
problem for black women in general. In order to answer our research question 
we intend to use the concept of recognition as developed by Charles Taylor. 
Applying his philosophy to our close textual analysis will thus allow us to 
analyze the novel from a purely philosophical perspective. The Color Purple 
reveals the importance of recognition in establishing the identity. Charles 
Taylor’s essay The Politics of Recognition stresses the fact that recognition is 
crucial for the development of one’s personality. Some of the female 
characters in the novel are not recognized, and, according to Taylor, that leads 
to some form of oppression. Womanism is a philosophical theory coined by 
black women.  It aims to eradicate oppression in order to unify all people.        
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Linguistic policy 
We are international students and therefore this project will be written in 
English. Our main sources will be in English as well. Sources in other 
languages than English will be used if necessary.  
 
Organization of time 
We have agreed upon using approximately 15 hours per week on this project, 
which includes two weekly meetings. One of them will include a meeting 
with our supervisor Camelia Elias. 
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Summary of The Color Purple 
The Color Purple is a novel written by Alice Walker and published in 1982. It 
won the Pulitzer Prize and brought fame as well as money to its author.  The 
story is about an African- American girl named Celie and how her destiny 
curves throughout her subsequent life. It is written in a form of ninety-one 
letters, which Celie writes to God and later on to her sister Nettie.  
At the age of fourteen she is being repeatedly raped by her stepfather 
Alphonso, and has two children by him that she has to give away to “be with 
God”. Soon after, she is being forced to marry a widower with several 
children, who beats and abuses her. Celie has a sister named Nettie and their 
relationship is portrayed as very tender in the novel. First Nettie escapes her 
stepfather’s sexual advances by moving in with Celie and her husband, but a 
short while after she is forced to leave again under the same circumstances. 
She ends up in Africa with a missionary family. Even though Nettie writes 
letters about her new experiences, Celie does not receive her letters for many 
years. Nettie returns just at the very end of the novel and brings back Celie’s 
children with her. 
Celie’s husband Albert (she calls him Mr.___) is in love with a singer called 
Shug. They have children together, but he does not have the courage to marry 
her. Albert brings Shug to his own house when she gets ill to take care of her. 
At first Shug shows little respect to Celie and the life she lives, but 
surprisingly, later they develop an intimate relationship together.  
The secondary character Sofia is portrayed as an independent soul but pays a 
huge price for it. She gets slapped after dismissing a job offer from the 
mayor’s wife and after the same response ends up being badly beaten by the 
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police and sent to prison. After many years she is released, but just on 
probation to work as a maid in the mayor’s house.  
More than anyone, Shug's influential presence and acceptance of Celie gives 
her the strength she needs to redefine herself, take charge of her life, and at 
last after many years leave Albert. Shug and Celie move to Memphis where 
she begins a career designing and selling unisex pants. After her stepfather's 
death, she returns to her family home (Bloom, 2000: 42-47). 
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History 
The Color Purple introduces the environment of the black people, which is 
characterized by poverty, labor shortage and oppression.  Even though 
Walker’s novel is fiction, it intends to portray a very realistic image of the life 
of the black people in the early 20th century. The novel takes place in the first 
half of the 20th century. Major changes took place in the history of the United 
States during this period of time and the Southern states were undergoing 
significant development. To reach an understanding of this development and 
the living conditions of the black people it is of great importance to look into 
some prehistory.   
A change in the United States Constitution in 1861 demanded the abolition of 
slavery (Skovmand, 1988: 20). Unfortunately this did not involve great 
changes for the black people living in the United States. On the contrary 
many continued to live as slaves, which was the only way to survive. Within 
the same year the American civil war broke out and lasted until 1865. In these 
years people from the Northern States were fighting to help and liberate the 
slaves in the South. However, as the war ended, the troops from the North 
withdrew and even though the black people were liberated, they went back to 
live as miserable as before the war.  In a time characterized by labour 
shortage and misery in the South, nobody took notice of the black people and 
it was very difficult for them to make a living (Skovmand, 1988: 20). 
After the end of the civil war a great gap was created between the black and 
the white people in the South. With time this gap between them only seemed 
to grow. They were living in two different environments and were only 
concerned with people of their own race. This problem did not only create a 
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large separation but also created an enormous hatred between them. This is 
exactly the problem that is illustrated in The Color Purple where only black 
characters are described. They are living in an environment with black people 
only.       
The main characters in Walker’s novel live in the country, which was a very 
common thing for the people from the South in the 1930s. Around the year 
1900, two thirds of the American population was living in the country or in 
very small villages (Illeborg & Thorsen, 1986: 70). Therefore the car was an 
invention, which was greatly appreciated, in America. Even though the first 
cars were produced in the 1890s it was not until the 1920s that the car 
production almost exploded. This happened mainly due to Henry Ford’s 
assembly line. In The Color Purple the car is introduced for the first time 
through the Mayor’s wife, who learns to drive. In the end of the novel even 
Nettie, Celie’s sister, is driving. The significance of the car is a symbol of 
freedom, which they did not have before.  
In 1898 mail delivery was accessible to almost every American citizen. This 
is also included in The Color Purple as the sisters Celie and Nettie exchange 
letters between each other, which made it possible for the two sisters to stay 
in touch (Illeborg & Thorsen, 1986: 73). What also made it easier for people 
to stay in touch was the new means of transportation such as the trains and 
ferries. During the 1930s the development of technologies almost exploded 
and it had a major impact on the American inhabitants and also on the 
companies. 
The Southern states were marked by great labor shortage. This was mainly 
due to the fact that the large factories in the North dominated the labour 
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market and many people travelled to the North to work (Skovmand, 1988: 
21). The southern states were not marked by industrialization to an extent in 
which the northern states were, therefore many of those living in the South 
were forced to cultivate the land in order to gain money and food. Walker 
illustrates this in The Color Purple by portraying almost all of the black 
characters to be cultivators of the land. 
So, in the 1930s the American society was characterised by a division. On the 
one hand there was a great development in society and the evolution of 
technology reached high levels. On the other hand some of the states did not 
follow this development and were left behind and were still characterized by 
poverty and misery. Class and race issues were still a major problem within 
the different states and their living conditions were very much dependant on 
the color of the skin. After looking at the contemporary history, Walker’s 
description of the black society in the Southern States is clearly realistic and 
she depicts the society of that time very well.  
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Womanism 
The concept of womanism was first coined by Walker. Her own background 
plays a crucial role in the process of the development of womanism. Walker 
herself experienced class issues, racism as well as oppression from various 
levels of society. In order to analyze her novel The Color Purple it is 
important to understand the concept of womanism as it occurs throughout the 
novel. Characters in the novel are influenced by the rising consciousness of 
identity and womanhood. 
The term womanism was first mentioned in Walker’s short story “Coming 
Apart” published in 1979. It is the story about the various influences on a 
marriage in the black community. Walker writes: “The wife has never 
considered herself feminist-though she is, of course, a “womanist”. A 
“womanist” is a feminist, only more common” (Phillips, 2006: xix). The idea 
of womanism was developed in the later years with the publication of her 
collection of essays “In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens” in 1983 (Phillips, 
2006: xix).  
Womanism is rooted in black and colored women’s experiences of the 
everyday life and aims to eradicate oppression and to unify all people. Walker 
gave life to a new way for women to talk about their relationships, social 
changes, and their struggle against oppression from all sides of society. 
Walker wanted women to quest their rights for their integration within full 
humanity (Phillips, 2006: xx).       
In the mid 1980s womanism began to be a part of the disciplines of theology, 
literature and history, and the term was appearing in several media as 
magazines and newspapers. Later on, when womanism had existed for a 
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quarter century, scholars started to include womanism in their fields of studies 
in sexuality, public health, architecture, humanities and social sciences 
(Phillips, 2006: xxi, xliv).    
 
“Womanist is to feminist as purple to lavender” (Walker, 2005: xii)  
To understand womanism one must first determine the differences between 
feminism and womanism. In general, people perceive womanism as an 
alternative to feminism, but it is not only a version of feminism (Phillips, 
2006: xxi).  
The main difference between these two philosophies is that feminism focuses 
on gender issues whereas womanism focuses to a higher degree on racial 
issues. Feminist literature is perceived as being “protest literature” 
(Ogunyemi, 1985: 64) against sexism and the patriarchal power in society and 
is addressed to both sexes. Feminism does not only concern women and 
women issues, but also formulates a feminist ideology. 
White middle class women writers who seek a change in the perception of 
their identity are often considered feminists whereas black women authors are 
more likely womanists. Womanists distinguish themselves from white 
feminists not only due to their race, gender and class, but also because they 
suffered from the consequences of oppression from the black community, 
which the white women were never exposed to (Ogunyemi, 1985: 64).  
White women were oppressed not only by their husbands but also by the 
dominant white male society. Besides these patriarchal issues black women 
faced oppression from various aspects in society such as the white patriarchal 
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culture. Furthermore, black women were as well exposed to oppression 
regarding race, sex and class issues by white men (67).        
Womanism, like feminism, has a political view on equality and power 
structure in society. Unlike feminists, the womanists want equality in society 
to be split among races and sexes. To do that, it is necessary for the womanist 
to empower and believe in the black man even though she is oppressed by 
him. She recognizes that the black man faces oppression from all levels as 
well, and that makes them equal which enables her to empower him (68-69). 
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Charles Taylor – The Politics of Recognition 
When trying to reach an understanding and find the meaning of recognition 
and identity it is of great importance to look at its emergence and when 
people first became aware of it. 
Prior to the rise of modernity when the social hierarchy was still dominating, 
people were living unproblematic lives without questioning their position in 
society. But after the collapse of the social hierarchy, equality occurred 
among people, which they had never experienced before. In addition dignity 
and honour appeared and people became aware of their social status in 
relation to others. At this time the difference between the two terms lies 
within the notion that everyone shared equal dignity whereas not everyone 
had honour (Taylor, 1994: 26-27). 
By the end of the eighteen century the focus had moved from the individual 
as being a part of a group and being identified by it to an independent 
individual. One can say that the ways in which people identified themselves 
had moved from an outer voice to an inner voice. People realized that every 
person is unique and contained a different identity, which had to be 
discovered by themselves. A new idea occurred in continuation of the idea of 
unique identity. If a person had a unique identity then there must have been a 
certain way for that person to live his life. However this idea included being 
true to oneself and if one is not then the person may miss the point of his/her 
life. “Being true to myself means being true to my own originality, which is 
something only I can articulate and discover” (31). This means that to define 
yourself you need to be true to yourself otherwise you are not able to find 
your own identity. So at this time a new idea of defining yourself occurred 
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and changed the view of the self for many people. Before the late eighteen 
century no one tried to look inside themselves. Identity was determined by 
background and social status in society. The idea of looking inside yourself to 
discover your identity has been used ever since. 
However the notion of finding your own identity cannot be done entirely on 
your own. As Charles Taylor mentions, language and dialog are essential in 
the process of defining yourself. Human beings learn through others, which is 
why one cannot develop on one’s own. By interacting and conversing with 
different people one can develop his/hers own opinions and positions towards 
things. But this is only to discover one’s opinions. To find one’s identity 
Taylor states that: “We define our identity always in dialogue with, 
sometimes in struggle against, the things our significant others want to see in 
us” (33). The most important people in a person’s life are crucial in the 
definition of one’s identity. Not only can these people see something in one 
that the person is unable to see, they can also impose certain characteristics on 
one that are either positive or negative. These characteristics can be very 
difficult to escape as they follow one along with the significant people. Even 
though one loses contact with an important person, the characteristics the 
person has imposed on one can still affect one for a very long time. 
Furthermore Taylor states that one can never liberate oneself from those who 
love and shape one throughout the life. “But we should strive to define 
ourselves on our own to the fullest“(33), Taylor believes that one should try 
to control the influence from the significant others as much as possible and 
avoid adopting the characteristics completely. However, “We need 
relationships to fulfil, but not to define, ourselves” (33). Relationships are 
crucial in the lives of people, which explain why people are living together 
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despite of great disagreement and struggle. One does not only need 
recognition by others, one also needs the feeling of fulfilment through a 
partner. Celie in The Color Purple is a great example of what can happen to 
one, when one suffers from the consequences of missing dialog and language. 
At a young age she experiences rape and with this terrible experience she is 
silenced and she begins writing letters (Wall, 1988: 83). From the moment of 
the rape her development stops as she hardly ever speaks with anyone and 
therefore is unable to discover her identity according to Taylor. Later her 
letters keeps her alive as she can express herself through writing. Taylor states 
that it is important for people to express their feelings in interplay with others 
(Taylor, 1994: 33). Celie is unable to do this and therefore she expresses 
herself through writing. Here she can be honest without anyone harassing her. 
Although Celie gains freedom through her writings she can only develop in 
writing and not physically. Taylor believes that: “My discovering my own 
identity doesn’t mean that I work it out in isolation, but that I negotiate it 
through dialogue, partly overt, partly internal, with others” (34). In 
connection with this he also states: “My own identity crucially depends on my 
dialogical relations with others” (34). If one follows the statements of Taylor 
they are crucial in the development of Celie because of the fact that she, for 
many years, does not have access to any form of negotiable dialog.  
As Appiah formulates it in his comment on The Politics of Recognition, 
Taylor seems to present two sides of the identity. The first one is the 
collective dimension, where the person collects characteristics through others 
(151). This side can be said to be outgoing. As opposed to the first, the second 
side seems to be introvert. This is the personal dimension, which consists of 
other socially characteristics such as intelligence, charm and wit (151). 
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Within Celie there seem to be a notable boundary between these two sides of 
her identity. But in the end the two sides are united and she becomes a 
complete person.                               
 
Because of the fact that humans have always lived in groups, recognition has 
been and always will be a vital human need. According to Taylor recognition 
or appreciation is important for the way we come to understand ourselves. In 
fact Taylor believes that: “We can flourish only to the extent that we are 
recognized” (50) But this means that humans are dependent on recognition 
from others as all humans seek recognition from others. Recognition or 
misrecognition plays an important part in creating the identity of human 
beings. If a person or a group of people are misrecognized or not recognized 
at all by others it will lead to a distorted picture of them and even lead to a 
form of oppression or an imprisoning image of people. The apprehension 
from society reflects the people’s own perception of themselves and the 
outcome is determined on whether the perception is demeaning, biased, 
positive, affirmative etc. Charles Taylor gives an example of how the white 
society perceived and stereotyped the black society: “(…) white society has 
for generations projected a demeaning image of them, which some of them 
have been unable to resist adopting.” (26). Due to the white society’s 
demeaning image of the black people, the blacks developed a depreciatory 
view of themselves.  
“Their own self-depreciation (…) becomes one of the most potent instruments 
of their own oppression.” (26). To escape this patronizing image they have to 
realize themselves, that they are not submit to their white counterparts. It is 
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not until they have reached self-awareness that they can move on. This shows 
that misrecognition and condescension can inflict harm for generations (26). 
This comes across in The Color Purple where a society, which is very much 
divided by skincolor, is described. It shows how this demeaning image of the 
black people is still dominating and affects them. 
Recognition is not only something people strive to receive from their 
significant others. It exists among people in societies and Taylor calls this 
equal recognition, which is the key element for a healthy democratic society. 
And as Taylor explains: “Its refusal can inflict damage on those who are 
denied it” (36). So equal recognition is important for societies and can affect 
the population in a positive way. Likewise if everyone does not have access to 
this recognition it can affect the society in a negative way, which is what has 
happened in the society presented in The Color Purple. A society with equal 
recognition presupposes that all inhabitants treat each other with an equal 
amount of respect. This sounds like the ideal society, however, as dignity has 
come to play a bigger role for humans, equal respect hardly ever exists in any 
society.  The concept of recognition is not only essential in the perspective of 
the individual but is also essential in a wider perspective such as societies.  
When speaking of equality and recognition among humans it is difficult to 
avoid mentioning the French philosopher Jean- Jacques Rousseau. Not only 
because Taylor discusses his works but also because he is one of the first to 
discuss the concept of recognition and freedom. Rousseau distinguishes 
between a freedom characterized by equality and one characterized by 
hierarchy and superiority (45). He believes that one should strive to free 
oneself as much as possible. However this can be a very difficult task because 
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from the moment that the first society was created it enforced a limitation of 
peoples’ freedom. As Rousseau formulates it: “Man is born free, and 
everywhere he is in chains”.  He believes that the human limits it self in a 
world otherwise full of opportunities. In The Color Purple Celie is 
imprisoned not only by her husband Albert but also by the society. As shown 
in the novel this makes it very difficult for her to free herself from the 
boundaries set up by her acquaintances and the society.  
After Rousseau’s statement about humans being born free but still limited, he 
states the following: “One thinks himself the master of others, and still 
remains a greater slave than they”. This means that even though a group of 
people appear to be on the same level in the hierarchy one will always elevate 
him self from the others. In the novel Albert and Shug are great examples of 
this. Even though the inhabitants of the black society all rank equally, Shug 
and Albert are capable of elevating themselves from the others. They are both 
characterized by dignity and pride and it is this quality, which make them 
different from the rest of the black society. Rousseau describes pride as one of 
the main sources of evil (46). He believes that in a society there will always 
be some people who will strive to gain power and to elevate themselves from 
the others, which will create competition in the society instead of equality. 
This will consequently lead to a divided society. Nevertheless esteem has and 
always will have a big role in a society because of the fact that people live 
very much in the public sphere. This proves the fact that most people care of 
how they appear in public places and what others think (46).  Rousseau and 
Taylor both emphasize the subject of public recognition, which seem to 
matter for humans. Public recognition also plays a crucial part in the life of 
Celie. In the beginning of the novel she only receives recognition from her 
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sister Nettie and later from Shug. However, as she grows both mentally and 
physically, she becomes aware of public recognition. She experiences that 
Shug, Sophia and even her husband Albert receive recognition in public. But 
in the end she is finally freed and eventually she gains public recognition.                           
If a person in society is characterized by pride it means that the society will be 
marked by competition. The person of pride wins the competition and thereby 
wins recognition, whereas the others remain as losers. However this means 
that the winner gains recognition from the losers, which is not truly valuable 
and the winner must strive to gain true acknowledge from else where (50). 
Again, one can use the example of Albert in The Color Purple because he 
outstands as a winner but does not appreciate the acknowledgement from the 
others within the black community because he sees them as losers. 
What does the perfect society entail and how can losers, misrecognition and 
oppression be avoided. For Rousseau three things seem important and 
inseparable within this discussion: ”freedom (nondomination), the absence of 
differentiated roles, and a very tight common purpose (51). Rousseau finds a 
resolution within: ”a regime of reciprocal recognition among equals” (50). 
But as mentioned a society characterized by total equality cannot function 
because of the fact that pride will always exist among humans. Nevertheless 
his intentions are good and his ideas have been used ever since. 
To summarize the ideas of Taylor he believes that recognition, appreciation 
and support from others are vital needs for the survival of humans. He uses 
recognition as his point of departure to state how essential recognition is for 
the development of an identity. He believes that one’s identity is reflected in 
one’s most important acquaintances, which he calls our significant others, 
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(33) and that the development of an identity can only happen in interaction 
with these significant others. Furthermore he uses Rousseau as a source of 
inspiration to state what honour and dignity means to people and how 
important equality is. Taylor uses Politics of Recognition not only to 
emphasize the influence of recognition but also to discuss its function. And he 
wants to point out its importance in relation to the development of an identity.     
 
Charles Taylor and Anthony Giddens 
Taylor is an appropriate philosopher to use in this project because his writings 
and theories are very relevant in connection to The Color Purple. He emphasizes 
recognition and oppression, which are recurring motifs throughout Walker’s 
novel. Taylor is a contemporary philosopher who questions and debates the 
conditions for developing an identity. The process of finding one’s own identity 
is not a new subject and has been discussed for several years by many different 
philosophers, sociologists and psychologists, who all find this subject exciting. 
One could question why Taylor is so interesting to use instead of other scholars. 
What is so striking about Taylor’s work is the fact that he focuses on recognition 
in every connection to the human. He sees recognition as a decisive foundation 
for the development of an identity. He uses recognition as his point of departure 
whereas others do not include this in their writings concerning the identity 
process. One of these is the sociologist Anthony Giddens. Like Taylor, he is a 
contemporary sociologist, who explains the circumstances for developing an 
identity. In Andersen and Kaspersen’s interpretation of Giddens in the book 
Klassisk og Moderne Samfundsteori they state that he questions the possibilities 
for creating a life of one’s own and the frameworks for this. And he asks to what 
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extent the human already is limited by the society it is born into (Andersen & 
Kaspersen, 2007: 427). He emphasizes the conflict between the individual and 
the society. This conflict is also shown in The Color Purple, where Celie 
constantly struggles with her self-image, which the society has imposed on her. It 
becomes a fight of freedom or against imprisoning because she cannot develop in 
a society which limits her opportunities.  
Giddens states that identity formation is constantly changing according to time 
and surroundings. During the pre-modern society one’s identity was determined 
by marriage, gender and social status. But within the ultra-modern society the 
individual is responsible for his own appearance and identity. One is what one 
chooses to be (Andersen & Kaspersen, 2007: 436). Even though Giddens 
believes this to be the case one can find examples of the opposite. Walker 
intends to give a realistic image of the society during the early 20th century. Celie 
is able to break the social inheritance and even though The Color Purple is 
fiction it could have been authentic. Although many people in the pre-modern 
society were determined by social status, marriage etc., there were few who were 
able to break the pattern and become free. 
Celie’s identity is thus determined by outer conditions, which makes it difficult 
for her to create her own identity. Her inner characteristics are in constant 
conflict with her outer characteristics. However with time she is able to escape 
these features.  
Taylor and Giddens both underline the importance of relationships. As Taylor 
describes it: “We need relationships to fulfil, but not to define ourselves” 
(Taylor, 1994: 33). And he believes that one can never liberate oneself from 
one’s significant others who shaped one in early life. As well as Taylor, 
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Giddens believes that the individual develops a part of one’s identity in close 
and intimate relationships. This is why it is so hard to detach oneself from a 
relationship. He defines this relationship as: “the pure relationship” (Andersen 
& Kaspersen, 2007: 437) and he describes “the pure relationship” as a situation 
where:  
 
two people commit to a social relationship for their own personal gain, 
where each of the concerned may gain from a continuing connection 
with each other and which will only continue in so far as both sides 
find it sufficiently satisfying for both of them to stay in the 
relationship1 (Andersen & Kaspersen, 2007: 437). 
 
He states that in the ideal relationship both sides will share satisfaction and 
safety. Taylor agrees in this but states that the foundation for the ideal 
relationship is equal recognition. Celie’s relationship with Albert is a great 
example of what can happen when both sides do not share equal recognition. 
Celie is imprisoned in a marriage without any sign of love and care. With Shug 
she experiences “the pure relationship” for the first time in her life. She feels 
true love and sympathy. “The pure relationship” is what everyone strives for 
throughout their lives.  
 
Taylor and Giddens share opinions within the field of identity. They both 
believe that one’s surroundings and significant others are crucial factors in the 
 
1 Translated by Ulrikke Speggers Schrøder 
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process of creating an identity. But whereas Taylor focuses on recognition and 
believes this to be the final element Giddens emphasizes the connection 
between the individual and the society, and whether the society limits and 
judges the human.      
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Alice Walker’s biography and its correlation to The Color 
Purple 
Alice Walker’s life has strongly influenced her writings as well as her novel 
The Color Purple. One can draw parallels between Walker’s background and 
the life of some of the characters in the novel. Racism, oppression and class 
issues have played a crucial part in her life just as the problems influence the 
life of the characters in the novel. Moreover Walker has developed the 
concept of womanism, which is suggested in her novel.   
Walker is an African-American writer. She was born on February 9th 1944 in 
Eantonton, Georgia and is the eighth and last child of parents Willie Lee and 
Minnie Tallulah Grant Walker. Her parents lived from sharecropping. 
According to biography written by Tony Gentry, Walker’s family had to work 
hard, but women seemed to work even harder. Apart from working in the 
fields, they had to tidy the house, take care of their growing broods and tend 
the flower garden. Already there is an obvious connection between Walker’s 
personal life and the one presented in The Color Purple. The whole 
environment, such as abundance of flowers, daily hard work in the fields, 
bringing up of the broods portrayed in the novel as if it would be her own 
story’s repetition.  
Due to an accidental shooting episode in Walker’s childhood she was blinded 
on one eye and the isolation that followed from this had a noticeable effect in 
her writing. “Alice could not bear to look at herself in the mirror or raise her 
head to look at anyone else” (Gentry, 1993:24). The main character Celie in 
The Color Purple after fatal experiences in her teenage years also is quiet, 
feels worthless and is afraid to associate.    
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As a child she was very close to her family, but had to watch it break apart 
when her brothers and sisters left home and moved thousand miles away for a 
better life. (Gentry, 1993) In The Color Purple Celie experiences the similar 
lost when her sister Nettie is forced to leave.   
There is also equivalence in Sophia’s story and Walker’s mother Minnie. 
Both women worked as a maid for white rich women in town.   
Walker as well as some of the characters in the novel were witnessing the 
oppression that followed from the agricultural system and as well as racism. 
Racism was expressed throughout emotional or even violent behavior. Once 
Walker was told to move from the front bus to the back since the better seats 
were reserved to the white people. “I moved“, she wrote later, “but in those 
seconds of moving, everything changed. I was eager to bring an end to the 
South that permitted my humiliation”(32). 
 
At the age of 17 Walker attended the Spelman College in Atlanta, Georgia. 
This was a college for black women and it was here Walker first became 
involved with the Civil Rights Movement. Two years later, in 1963, she 
entered the Sarah Lawrence College. It was from here she graduated with a 
B.A. in 1965. Immediately after, she moved to New York and from there to 
Mississippi. It was in Mississippi that she became very active within the Civil 
Rights Movement. The things she saw during demonstrations have been 
definitely brought up in her later writings. Walker recalls: “I saw old women 
dragged out of stores and beaten on the sidewalk, their humility of a lifetime 
doing them no good” (36).  In The Color Purple white people in public have 
also beaten Sofia for the escapade.   
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Some critics of color were indignant at Walker, because she portrayed not 
only white men as sullen and sorrowful but also black men since. Her 
grandmother has been killed by a black man who claimed to love her. 
Walker’s writings represent white men as well as men of color as abusers.  
After many dramatic incidents throughout the life, Walker, as well as Celie in 
The Color Purple finds her inner peace in their own new house surrounded by 
flowers and family members. “With the arrival of her daughter, her family life 
was once again complete” (75). While for Walker a family means only her 
daughter Rebecca, in the end of The Color Purple Celie gets reunited with her 
sister Nettie as well as her two children.   
 
Throughout her career Walker received several fellowships and awards. After 
releasing the novel The Color Purple it moved her into the awareness of the 
public. It became a best seller and received a nomination for the National 
Book Critics Circle Award and the year after won the Pulitzer Prize.  
The novel was written in a form of letters and in the dialect of the black 
southerners not accidentally. Other women writers such as Hurston have been 
successfully using this technique before to attract all kinds of readers (Gentry, 
1993). Symbolism also plays a big role in author’s life, as well as in her novel 
The Color Purple. “Flowers symbolize hope and determination in the face of 
hardship” (61).  
Walker in her life experienced heavy trauma, what caused blindness in her 
right eye, abortion, depression, divorce, death of the ones she really loved and 
more incidents, which had an influence on her own identity. But she never 
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gave up. And in the worst moments of her life she was telling to herself: “Just 
be, Alice. Being is sufficient. Being is All. The cheerful, sunny self you are 
missing will return” (91). 
Celie’s destiny has also many dramatic curves: abused, raped, beaten, 
oppressed, but still with a hope for changes she fights for a better tomorrow 
and stresses the sufficiency of being: “I’m pore, I’m black, I may be ugly and 
can’t cook (…). But I’m here”(Walker, 1982: 210).   
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Letters 
The choice made by Alice Walker to write the novel in letters creates a novel 
which can be said to portray realism and authenticity. The readers will create 
a relationship with the author of the letters, since letters that is meant for 
somebody else to read seems intriguing to us. When reading letters that is not 
intended for us we all become voyeurs (Jørgensen, 2005:7). 
According to Ruth Perry epistolary fiction always includes at least two 
characters that are separated and kept apart by some kind of obstacles (Perry, 
1980: 93).  
When an author chooses to use the letterform in a novel it is aimed to create 
some sort of everyday-life feeling. When they are published the letters 
become open and for every one to read. They still have remains of the closed 
and personal feeling that are so distinctive to letters only intended for a 
certain person (Jørgensen, 2005: 11). The approach taken in the novel 
constitutes a confidence and an intimacy between the reader and Celie. The 
same approach tends to create some confusion, since in the choice of letters 
one automatically leaves out the opportunity for an omnipotent narrator. In 
the specific case of The Color Purple, the reader does not get a clear overview 
of the time, space and the characters included. Along with the used language 
this might lead to confusion and a feeling that the novel is hard to read. The 
absence of classical elements of a letter adds confusion.  
There can be said to be some elements that are attached to the letter-form, and 
these are not all to be found in the novel. The classic letter would include a 
greeting at the very beginning also known as a salutatio. Every letter in the 
novel has a salutation, either as “Dear God”, “Dear Nettie” or “Dear Celie”. 
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The book is dialogical since there are two parts: writing and expecting 
answers from each other. The letters from Celie to God are not expected to be 
answered. At first the letters from Nettie to Celie are send in the expectance 
of an answer, but later on they just become the last spare of hope of keeping 
in touch and having someone to confide in. All this change when Celie 
recovers the send letters from Nettie over the years. The novel then turns into 
dialog between the two sisters and Celie then replace “God” with Nettie 
(Jørgensen, 2005:10).  
Another element that is present is the so-called Narratio. The actual narration 
of the letter, what the author intended for the reader to know and what the 
letter contained can all be a part of the narratio.  
A characteristic feature about this novel is the lack of Clausula or the greeting 
at the very end. In the letters from Celie to God it is not until she finds the 
letters from Nettie that she ends her letters with some sort of a clausula and 
there is absolute no identification of Celie (10). The first real ending of a 
letter by Celie occurs on page 199, where she ends of the letter with “Amen”. 
This might seem a little out of place, since the letter is addressed to Nettie and 
not to God, in which the connection with amen would be more plain. 
A letter will most likely have a Deixis. A deixis is something in the letter that 
points towards the receiver, the sender, time and maybe the place (17). In the 
letters from Celie the reader will only get an idea of who the receiver is. We 
have no clear idea of the date and where the letters are written and more 
importantly the readers do not know who composed these letters. It is not 
until page 217 that Celie signs a letter with her own name and the reader has 
to wait until the 7th letter before even her name is mentioned. 
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The language used by Alice Walker gives a feeling of real words spoken by 
real persons. Throughout the novel Walker creates life with the use of a 
language that is very similar to language used by the black community in the 
South.  
Throughout the novel Celie writes in the same language as she speaks. The 
use of spoken language and slang makes the novel hard to read, but at the 
same time it gives a more realistic sound and makes it more authentic. If the 
reader would read the words of Celie out loud, one could almost imagine a 
real person. 
The book can be said to be composed like a fairy tale. There is resemblance 
between a classic fairy tale and The Color Purple. The protagonist Celie must 
endure horrible things in order to develop and recognize herself as whom she 
is, but in the end the reader is left with a feeling that almost every character in 
the novel lives happily ever after.  
Walker also uses a great deal of symbolism throughout the book. When Celie 
opens her own pants-store, Folkspants Unlimited, she enters into male 
territory. Not only does she become the proud owner of a store, but what she 
produces is also, at this point in time, solely a male product. She turns pants 
into a product not only meant for men, but for women as well. This can also 
be seen in the name of her store Folkspants Unlimited, the name indicates that 
these pants are not only for men but for women as well.  
Another distinctive feature is the use of only first names when Celie recounts 
her experiences with male characters. The reader does not at any point get the 
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last name of any male character, but the reader does get the last name of the 
main female characters; Sofia Butler (Walker, 1982:30) and Shug Avery (6). 
When Sofia talks to Celie for the first time and approaches her, the reader 
does not read anything but Mrs._____ (32). 
Walker has created some characters, which stand in great opposition towards 
each other and others who are very similar. This creates both tension and 
dynamics throughout the novel. Both Shug and Sofia are, in opposition to 
Celie, strong and independent women who have learned to stand up for 
themselves. Celie herself states that Sofia “…don’t act like me at all” (38).  
On the other hand there is some resemblance between Celie and Harpo. They 
are both subordinate to Mr.____ and comply with his demands and moods 
and none of them dare to stand up to him “Harpo no better at fighting his 
daddy back than me” (29). 
The techniques, Walker has chosen to use in her novel, create a story, which 
seem very authentic. She has chosen to leave out some of the classical 
features of epistolary works to create an intimate diary form. This diary form 
gives the reader an insight in some of the innermost feelings and thoughts of 
Celie.   
 
Celie’s letters 
The letterform used in The Color Purple is not only a literary tool used by 
Walker to catch the reader’s attention and make the story seem more realistic. 
If one looks at the letters from the perspective of Celie the interpretation takes 
on a totally new turn.  
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Celie’s letters begin when she is raped and silenced with the words of her 
stepfather: “You better not tell anybody but God. It’d kill your mammy” 
(Walker, 1982: 1). This leaves her with only one way out; namely to tell God. 
And with this act a new door opens into a world of opportunities, freedom and 
justice. When Celie writes her first letter one can say that a new body is 
created. Whereas her physical body suffers from violence and rape the new 
invisible body is safe and cannot be harmed. So her letters work as a “second 
body” where the wounds inflicted on her are able to heal and she can develop 
an identity (Wall, 1988: 83). Within these letters she is aloud to be as honest 
as she wants and she can express her feelings, which otherwise are oppressed. 
The letters are the only way of finding purpose in an otherwise meaningless 
existence.  
In the first line of Celie’s first letter she is so unsure about her own existence 
that she erases “I am” and instead writes “I have always been a good girl” 
(Walker, 1982:1). She is insecure about the present and the future and 
therefore she writes about the past. So in the beginning she is so oppressed 
that she is ready to erase herself but the letters save her from total 
disappearance. The letters also work as an immortalization of her life and 
thoughts. As one can see in the beginning, she is on the edge of annihilation 
but the writing perpetuates her existence and prevents her from total 
disappearance.   
In Celie’s writing she is able to speak and express herself, which she is unable 
to do in her real life. So she transfers all of her emotions, thoughts and even 
her soul in the letters. This means that not only is she silenced in real life but 
she also becomes inanimate in order to protect herself (Wall, 1988: 84). This 
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is revealed when Harpo asks about Albert’s abuse of Celie and she answers: 
“It all I can do not to cry. I make myself wood. I say to myself, Celie, you a 
tree” (Walker, 1982:23). She becomes insensitive and careless. This she 
realizes when she discovers that she does not have any feelings for Harpo: 
“Patting Harpo back not even like patting a dog. It more like patting another 
piece of wood. Not a living tree, but a table, a chifferobe” (30). The fact that 
she realizes this and writes about it in her letter brings her one step closer to 
self-realization because she now is aware of it. 
With the letters she creates an invisible bubble, which no one can penetrate. 
But the letters do not only hide Celie from the outside world they also 
strengthen her position and stimulate her to develop a strong character in 
contrast to the vague character she represents outwardly. So with the letters 
she divides herself into two characters, namely: one within the public sphere 
and another within her own private sphere (Wall, 1988: 85). And in the end 
these two characters are finally united. The fact that she writes everything 
down helps her preventing a rebellion, which would cause her to be beaten 
(85). When Celie reads the letters from her sister Nettie with Shug, her 
thoughts of exercising violence is almost carried out: “How I’m gon keep 
from killing him, I say” (Walker, 1982: 144). But the fact that she resists the 
temptation throughout the entire course of events helps her to elevate herself 
from the others in the end. She hereby shows that one does not need to use 
violence to gain power.  
Even though Celie is mentally freed through her writing it does not mean that 
she is physically freed. However the letters help her to build up a strong 
character and to gain courage to leave Albert. When she is ready to release 
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herself physically from Albert the importance of bodily release is marked 
when Albert says: “Over my dead body” (Walker, 1982: 201) when Celie tells 
about her moving. And she answers: “It’ s time to leave you and enter into the 
Creation. And your dead body just the welcome mat I need” (202). Not only 
is this a threat towards Albert but she also states that she is ready to leave him 
no matter what it takes. After she has left Albert the function of her writing 
changes. She is now free in every possible way and she can express herself 
outwardly. She is no longer fully dependent on her “second body” (Wall, 
1988: 91). She is now able to enter the identity from her letters and forget 
about the oppressed and dependent character she used to be. At this stage she 
is finally ready to escape the limited identity imposed upon her for so many 
years (88). However she does not stop writing at this point because within the 
letters she still finds help and strength. And one must not forget that the letters 
are also for Nettie. 
It is not only the character of Celie which develops throughout the novel. Her 
language also develops parallel to her identity.  In the beginning her 
insecurity and simple sense of powerlessness shines through her plain 
sentences such as: “Finally he leave her alone. A week go by, he pulling on 
her arm again” (Walker, 1982: 1). But in the end she is able to create longer 
and more complicated sentences and her language becomes more fluid. 
“Language shapes the way we think, and determines what we can think 
about”, this quotation is very relevant in the case of Celie. In the beginning 
she is unable to express her feelings because her language is underdeveloped. 
But in the end she is able to express and write down her innermost thoughts. 
She is even able to discuss abstract subjects such as God, which she could not 
do in the beginning. “Language is not simply a reporting device for 
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experience but a defining framework for it”, Celie’s linguistic development 
determines her ability to understand her surroundings.   
 
The novel ends because Celie stops writing. This means that she is united 
with her second self from the letters and she is now one complete person 
without any fragments or division. At this stage she rests so much in her own 
character that she does not need to seek help and strength in her writing. She 
is ready to enter the future instead of living in the past.  
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Analysis 
After discussing the theories of womanism and The Politics of Recognition, 
the following chapter will be focusing on a close textual analysis, 
emphasizing how Celie’s identity develops throughout the novel. What 
conditions her development from being uneducated, powerless and oppressed, 
into someone who is free, powerful and independent? To what extent do the 
secondary characters in The Color Purple influence the formation of Celie’s 
identity?  
The letters in the novel can be said to be clustered around four phases in her 
life: violence, education, communication and independency. When we first 
meet Celie her life is infiltrated with violence, most male characters are 
abusive and violent towards Celie and even her own mother is degrading in 
her attitude towards Celie. After being impregnated by her Stepfather she is 
removed from the school and her possibilities to learn. Nettie becomes a 
substitute teacher for Celie, teaching her how to read and write. Education can 
be found throughout the novel. After Nettie’s departure Shug Avery takes 
over the role of preparing Celie for independence.  
In addition Shug teaches her how to communicate and slowly Celie starts to 
develop her language. Through conversation Celie gains self-confidence and 
begins to receive recognition from others.  The increased recognition from her 
significant others results in the emergence of her own identity and 
independency.  
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Letter 1 (page 1) 
“Dear God”, writes fourteen year old main character Celie, while expressing 
her concern about what is happening to her. She has been sexually abused as 
well as physically beaten by the man who is believed to be her father. God is 
the only option for her to utter her concerns, because first of all it is perceived 
as a taboo talking about sexual abuse, in Celie’s case incest. The shame she 
feels is so humiliating, that it silences her. Secondly Celie is told by Fonso, 
that “You better not never tell nobody but God. It’d kill your mammy” 
(Walker, 1982:1).  
According to Trudier Harris in her essay From Victimization to Free 
Enterprise the myth of a black woman as being strong and capable to suffer in 
silence throughout the years led to dehumanizing conditions they had to 
undergo in order to justify ones expectations. That stresses the fact that Celie 
might be a victim of her own mind. She feels as if she is being punished and 
thus searches for a substantial reason why this is happening. The letters to 
God request an answer as to whether she carries the blame for the terrible 
events. The deletion of the term “I am” could indicate her uncertainty of 
being a good girl, due to the rapes, as well as her own perception as not being 
anyone at all.    
 
Letters 2 – 3 (pages 2 – 3) 
Celie is pregnant with her second child by Fonso. Her mother is dying. Fonso 
is sitting and moaning next to her bed, while Celie avoids the answer “Whose 
it is?” (2) raised by her mother. One can say that Celie is misrecognized by 
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her mother because she blames Celie for her unmarried pregnancy, believing 
Celie is immoral.  However Celie wants her mother to believe that the baby 
was born dead, in order for her to pass away peacefully. The love is so strong, 
that Celie prefers being cursed at, than to hurt her mother with this terrible 
knowledge. According to Taylor the identity is formed trough dialogs with 
others. The dialogs Celie experienced with her mother were degrading and 
cruel. It has been difficult for Celie to escape these negative characteristics 
imposed by her mother. The negativity from the mother has been crucial in 
the way Celie perceives herself.  
Gloria Rose in her book Cliffs Notes on Walker’s The Color Purple stresses 
the fact that Celie’s compassion for her mother is clearly not that of a ‘girl’; 
she has the understanding and compassion of a woman. Celie’s childbearing 
and her witnessing the agonizing death of her mother have forced her to 
become a woman long before her time.         
The mother was Celie’s protection from her father. After her death Celie has 
to overtake all the duties and submit to the rapes and victimization. In the 
article Race, Gender, and Nation in “The Color Purple” by Lauren Berlant 
the focus is on Celie and the oppression which circulates around the 
vulnerabilities that originate in her gender, constructed within the social 
context. However Celie has little worth as a human being as well. The only 
value she has is her body, none as a woman.  
After her second pregnancy, Celie discovers that her children are still alive, 
which is a great comfort to her. She feels trapped in the contradictions: the 
sadness that the children are not with her, but grateful that they are far away 
from Fonso.  
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Fonso’s non- recognition towards Celie, defining her as “evil”, “up to no 
good” and indecent, due to the fact that the milk in her breasts untidy her 
clothes, influences Celie to perceive herself as useless. Once more the close 
surroundings of Celie inflict negative characteristics on her making it difficult 
for her to break the demeaning distinctiveness giving by Fonso and the 
cursing mother. Such demeaning characteristics will yet again influence the 
perception of oneself throughout life.  Furthermore Celie was impregnated 
twice being unmarried, which led to a negative perception upon her from the 
Christian society. Celie’s reputation is ruined; she is no longer “untouched” 
and is viewed as a sinner.   
Fonso’s sexual desire moves from Celie to her younger sister Nettie. Celie 
tries to protect her from the assaults from Fonso and overtakes the role as a 
mother to her. Most likely it is because she lost her own children and Nettie is 
the one she could be a real and loving mother to (Rose, 1986).  
 
Letters 4 – 5 (pages 4 – 5)  
Fonso gets married and Celie is safe from his sexual abuse. She believes that 
her strong faith in God has helped her. Her perception of life is distorted in 
Celie’s eyes. She tells a story about a woman, killed by her boyfriend on her 
way from church and, instead of portraying it as a tragic event; she 
understands it as a natural, ever-present part of life (Rose, 1986). She is used 
to sexual and physical abuse.  
By saying “all needing somethin” Celie means not just material goods. 
Respect, understanding and love are the things she is looking for. Only God is 
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giving her love and she shares it with Nettie. She wishes her happiness, so she 
suggests marrying Mr.___: “I say marry him, Nettie, an try to have one good 
year out your life” (Walker, 1982:5). To Celie even one good year seems like 
a very long time to be happy. She does not expect anything out of her life; the 
only way to go through it is to pray.  
Celie is ignorant about sexuality and anatomy. She is not aware of what is 
happening to her own body. No one ever explained her how the female body 
works. All Celie knows is that whenever she is with a man she “gets big”. At 
this point she is not aware of her identity, because she is not even familiar 
with her own body. 
 She is frightened of men because her only experience with them has been 
insensitive and brutal. Celie is thus fascinated by women because she can 
trust them and they do not frighten her.  
 
Letter 6 (page 6)  
This letter shows that even though Celie is uneducated, she has a strong 
intuitive sense. Celie is not convinced that Fonso’s reasons for not marrying 
off Nettie are her young age and inexperience. She also anticipates that Shug 
Avery introduced to her as another possibility why Fonso would not let Nettie 
marry Mr.___, will have a huge influence on her own identity later on.   
Celie compares the picture of Shug with her mother. She states: “Shug Avery 
was a woman. The most beautiful woman I ever saw. She more pretty then 
my mama. She bout ten thousand times more prettier then me”(6). This 
comparison shows that instinctively Celie has already developed some 
The Colored Identity 
48 | P a g e  
 
emotional feelings towards Shug. Celie visualizes her mother as well as Shug 
as strong and beautiful women, while she portrays her self as “bout ten 
thousand times” less good looking. Shug fascinates Celie, she is a real woman 
from the outside world. Now Celie’s life is no longer empty and simple as 
before. Shug Avery gives her a possibility to dream about a better place 
(Rose, 1986).    
 
Letters 7 – 8 (pages 7 – 11) 
Celie offers herself to Fonso to protect Nettie, while her new mother is sick. 
He uses her, but also calls her: “bad influence on my other girls” (Walker, 
1982:8).  In addition Fonso calls her “ugly”, “ain’t fresh and smart”, “spoiled. 
Twice”, “she tell lies”(7-8) when Mr.___ comes for the purpose to marry 
Nettie. He also says that Celie is believed to be infertile, so Mr.___ can have 
sex with her whenever he pleases without the fear of impregnation. By saying 
that she is not able to bear children as well as the fact that she works “like a 
man” indicates Fonso’s view of Celie as being no woman. He tries to sell her 
off to Mr.___ by promising linens and a cow as dowry. In Fonso’s eyes Celie 
is little worth; she is too old to stay in the house. His reputation as a 
respectable man might be at risk, and is more valuable for him than Celie.  
 She comes to understand that she is worth less than a cow, but is not able to 
oppose. Nettie and the new mammy have been left with no choice of 
objection as well. Finally they realize what has happened to Celie, meaning 
her rapes, but react to it rather silently. The new mammy cries in her room, 
while Nettie is throwing up outside, without anyone noticing it. Women are 
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so oppressed by the patriarchal society, in this case by Fonso, that they have 
no possibility to fight for their basic needs.  
Celie is not allowed to go to school, but has a need to be recognized, so she 
lets Nettie teach her. “She try to tell me something bout the ground not being 
flat. I just say, Yeah, like I know it. I never tell her how flat it look to 
me”(10). Celie knows that she does not have any opportunities to change her 
situation, but wants to impress Nettie by pretending to be smart. This act of 
hers aims for Nettie to establish faith in Celie.  
 
Letters 9 – 10 (pages 12 – 16) 
The wedding ceremony, packing and moving to a new house does not interest 
Celie. Her letters to God concern the violence she has to undergo: “he pick up 
a rock and laid my head open” (12).  
Celie realizes that victimization, violence and sexual abuse probably are 
going to be a pattern throughout the rest of her life and she has to cope with 
the reality (Rose, 1986).  
Because Celie desires to be like Shug, thinking that Shug enjoyed having sex 
with Mr.___, she embraces him, trying to get into her role. She does not 
understand why anyone would enjoy sex.  
On the trip to the town Celie faces the woman, whom she believes has her 
baby. The fact that she is almost certain that the baby is hers and tells God: “I 
think she mine. My heart say she mine” (Walker, 1982:13) indicates that 
Celie is beginning to trust her own feelings. She is still not able to express her 
The Colored Identity 
50 | P a g e  
 
feelings through interaction with others, only through her letters to God can 
she be honest. 
Celie leaves out the name of the Reverend, because she does not distinguish 
between them, men are all alike to her.   
  
Letters 11 – 12 (pages 17 – 22) 
Nettie moves in to live with Celie. She encourages her to fight back the 
children. But Celie is not strong enough: “But I don’t know how to fight. All I 
know how to do is stay alive”(18). Her strength lies within her belief, God for 
her is like a partner she can trust: “long as I can spell G-o-d I got somebody 
along” (18). Even Mr. ___’s sister Kate tells Celie to step up for herself. She 
sees no point in fighting back: “I don’t say nothing. I think bout Nettie, dead. 
She fight, she run away. What good it do? I don’t fight, I stay where I’m told. 
But I’m alive” (22). After not having received any letters from Nettie at all 
and thereby believing Nettie is dead, Celie recognizes that fighting back 
causes more problems than obeying. The only way for Celie to survive is by 
being a victim. Celie believes that others are in charge of her fate; she is 
willing to suffer and survive physical as well as mental abuse from her 
surroundings as long as she is allowed to stay alive (Harris, 1986).  
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Letters 13 – 15 (pages 23 – 27) 
Five years passed but Mr.___ is still beating Celie. While asked why, he 
states that it is because she is stubborn and she is a woman. It reminds Celie 
of the irrational and unexplainable cruelty of her father.           
Celie has such a low self esteem, that she never questions why Mr.___ has 
another lady. On the contrary she is grateful that she shares the same man 
with Shug Avery. Without having even met her, Celie is obsessed with: “… 
what she wear? How her hair is? What kind lipstick? Wig? She stout? She 
skinny? She sound well? Tired? Sick” (Walker, 1982:27). For Celie, Shug 
resembles an independent woman who is aware of herself. Every detail in 
Celie’s mind brings her nearer to the world Shug Avery lives in. Her 
imagination of Shug helps her to cope with the reality, the hard work in the 
fields and daily life with Mr.___ and his children. 
 
Letters 16 – 22 (pages 28 – 46) 
Harpo and Sofia marry against Mr.___‘s will. Sofia is portrayed as a strong, 
independent woman, who is not inferior to any male figure. Harpo wants her 
to submit and obey him, but Sofia does what she craves. Mr.___ suggests 
beating Sofia. He states: “Wives is like children. You have to let ‘em know 
who got the upper hand. Nothing can do that better than a good sound 
beating”(36). Mr.___ shows a view of society back then of a standard 
marriage. The ongoing patriarchal society subjugated women (Berlant, 1988).  
Inside Harpo is proud that his woman is strong enough to backtalk him and do 
what she wants, but the perception of the society forces him to look for a 
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solution. Celie is jealous of Sofia’s strength to fight against the patriarchal 
structure, so she suggests Harpo to beat her as well. However she feels bad 
about giving ill advice: “A little voice say, Something you done wrong. 
Somebody spirit you sin against” (39). The two women reconcile because 
they honestly exchange their viewpoints. Celie tells Sofia: “I can’t even 
remember the last time I felt mad, I say… Couldn’t be mad at my daddy 
cause he my daddy. Bible say, Honor father and mother no matter what… 
Then I start to feel nothing at all… sometime Mr.___ git on me pretty hard... 
But he my husband. I shrug my shoulders. This life soon be over, I say. 
Heaven last all ways”(42).  
Celie is a model of Christian behavior. Religion says, that one has to honor 
one’s father and mother, forgive sins, be fateful to one’s spouse and don’t 
keep anger. Because Celie by her belief is not allowed to be mad, she does not 
feel anything at all. Society rejected Celie due to the fact that she was 
impregnated twice without being married. Her reputation as untouched is 
spoiled and the only place where she is not judged and noticed remains in the 
church. Celie is recognized in the church by the priest. “Sister Celie, he say, 
You faithful as the day is long”(43). The term “sister” indicates the 
acceptance of her belonging to a community.  
 
Letters 23 – 27 (pages 46 – 58) 
After many years of dreaming, Celie at last meets Shug Avery in reality. She 
is sick and very weak but as she sees Celie she declares: “You sure is ugly, 
she say, like she ain’t believed it”(46). Celie again is being misrecognized. 
People around her judge her so harshly for the lack of physical attractiveness 
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that she agrees with this common opinion (Harris, 1986). However, Celie 
loves Shug and taking care of her is a pleasure and excitement: “I work on her 
like she a doll or like she Olivia – or like she mama”(Walker, 1982:53). 
Firstly Celie loves Shug as a human being might love another: “First time I 
got the full sight of Shug Avery long black body with it black plum nipples, 
look like her mouth, I thought I had turned into a man”(49). She is physically 
attracted to Shug even though does not apprehend it clearly.  Secondly, she 
loves her as a Christian would love other people: “I wash her body, it feel like 
I’m praying. My hands tremble and my breath short”(49).  
Shug makes a first move towards recognizing Celie while she hums a little 
melody and tells Celie that the music is something which she has “cratch out” 
of Shug’s head.  
Mr. ___’s father is disappointed to know that Shug is in Mr. ___’s house. 
“Just what is it bout this Shug Avery anyway, he say. She black as tar, she 
nappy headed. She got legs like baseball bats”(54).  
This induces Celie to act extraordinarily. She spits into Mr. ___’s father’s 
glass of water. She does not feel sorry for her actions, not even mad at him. 
First time Celie fights. Even though it is in all secrecy, she is determined. 
Celie even writes to God, that: “Next time he come I put a little Shug Avery 
pee in his glass”(55). Whenever people refer to Shug in a condescending way, 
Celie and Mr.___ are closer to each other than ever before. They both love 
Shug; she is like a link between them. For the first time in her life, Celie feels 
right.  
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Letters 28 – 33 (pages 59 – 74) 
Sofia considers leaving Harpo but Celie thinks it is unacceptable: “He your 
husband, I say. Got to stay with him”(65). Religion has a huge impact on 
Celie. No matter how dreadful life could be in marriage, divorce is not an 
option. She does not have any feelings for Mr.___ and describes their sex 
relationship as: “Mr.___ clam on top of me, do his business, in ten minutes us 
both sleep” (66). This does not give Celie any reason for conceive herself as 
anything but an object for Mr.___ and the situation in the home does not give 
Celie any grounds for considering herself as a subject to others. The social 
positions offered to her by Mr.___ do not give any grounds for a personal 
development and she sees no way out of the harmful relationship. Even 
though Mr.___ married Celie for that reason of free labor and the means as a 
sexual object, she would not divorce Mr.___. 
Celie’s feelings towards Shug grow: “I feel something stirring down there is 
when I think bout Shug”(66). She also feels jealousy: “He love looking at 
Shug. I love looking at Shug. But Shug don’t love looking at but one of us. 
Him. But that the way it spose to be. I know that. But if that so, why my heart 
hurt me so?” (74). Celie starts to think about her appearance as if she would 
compete with Mr.___ for Shug’s attention. In this part Celie also shows real 
human feelings, breaking free of her own imposed defense as pretending to be 
a tree. She is allowing herself to feel these feeling even though she perceives 
them as being wrong. This competing for Shug’s attention also deteriorates 
the already horrible relationship between Celie and Mr.___, since they 
suddenly becomes rivals although Celie is still inferior to Mr.___. On the 
other hand this can be said to spark a new common interest between the two, 
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they suddenly find themselves in a situation were they, though still 
competing, are finding a common object for affection. 
Celie’s identity awakening starts in Harpo’s jukejoint. Shug is thankful that 
Celie has nursed her, so she sings a song for her. For Celie this fine gesture is 
like a dream and she remembers every detail of it: “Then I hear my name. 
Shug saying Celie. Miss Celie. And I look up where she at. She say my name 
again. She say this song I’m bout to sing is call Miss Celie’s song. Cause she 
scratched it out of my head when I was sick. First she hum it a little, like she 
do at home. Then she sing the words” (74). It is the first time someone 
appreciated Celie’s work. Shug’s song is named after Celie and this gesture is 
the largest recognition Celie received so far. Shug is directly stating that this 
song is a result of Celie care and solicitude. For the first time Celie is 
recognized by another female character close to her but her sister. This gives 
Celie a bust of confidence and when Shug demands of Mr.___ to allow Celie 
to join the jukejoint, she can really get a feeling of being important to Shug.  
By adding the title ‘Miss’ in public, shows that Shug respects and recognizes 
her, not as a child, not as an object, but as a woman. Shug views Celie as a 
survivor and treats her with the humanity she deserves. Through Shug, Celie 
gains further confidence in herself and her approach towards independence 
(Harris, 1986). 
 
Letters 34 – 40 (pages 75 – 96) 
Shug develops feelings towards Celie as well.  She feels it is inevitable for her 
not to leave Mr. ___’s home, because she is well now, but she discovers that 
Celie is beaten for being who she is, Shug: “put her arms around me… kiss 
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me on the fleshy part of my shoulder” (Walker, 1982:76). Physical contact for 
her is not repulsive anymore. Shug carries motherly feelings towards Celie 
and promises her not to leave before ensuring that Mr. ___ “won’t even think 
about beating” (76) Celie again.  
Shug also fulfils an educational mission. As mentioned earlier, Celie does not 
have any knowledge of the human body. Due to the sexual violation of her 
body, she lacks knowledge and control over her private parts. Shug forces her 
to learn more about her own body and its biological functions: “She say, 
Here, take this mirror and go look at yourself down there” (78). 
Celie has never investigated Mr. ___’s body, not even her own, so she needs 
Shug’s support while doing something she considers “wrong”. She asks Shug 
to come with her while she examines her self. She caresses her own breasts, 
remembering how pleasant it was to feed the babies. “It mine” says Celie. She 
begins to grasp the significance of her own physical existence. Some things 
cannot be taken from her no matter what. Shug teaches Celie how to 
masturbate, in order to experience physical pleasure, but Celie is not ready for 
that. However she tries to “ finger my little button and titties” (80) as a search 
of calming her self down while hearing Shug and Mr. ___ enjoying 
themselves. This understanding of herself puts her on the right track towards 
fully develop as a human being. One could say that in order for everybody 
else to recognize her, she must first be able to recognize herself as a human 
being and a woman worthy of respect.  
Celie understands that after she left her home to marry Mr.___, her life 
stopped for a long time. But after Shug entered her life, she starts to live 
again. Now she feels obliged to perceive things differently. Celie tells 
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Harpo’s new girlfriend: “make Harpo call you by your real name” (86). It is a 
first time that she suggests to a woman that she would fight for her own 
rights. However even though Harpo’s girlfriend fights for the right to be 
called by her real name, she does not succeed. This can be both said to be 
positive and negative episode for Celie. On one hand she is for the first time 
being listened to by a fellow woman character, what she is saying and her 
advice is suddenly being taken seriously. On the other hand it can be taken as 
a minor set back for Celie, and Squeak, since the demand for an equal and 
respectful treatment is not fulfilled.  In addition to this, after Sofia has been 
arrested, she explains her only way to survive: “every time they ast me to do 
something, Miss Celie, I act like I’m you. I jump right up and do just what 
they say” (90). Sofia is the first woman Celie knows who refuses to accede to 
both the patriarchal and the racist demand that the black woman demonstrate 
her abjection to her oppressors. Her tragic fortune affects Celie to a great 
extent. She cannot find any words to render the situation and her emotions in 
addition to that she cannot foresee her own identity’s development. Celie still 
lacks some ability to express herself and her feelings, she is undergoing major 
changes, but still have some way to go before she can become a fully 
articulated woman. She is though finally recognizing that her tactic of just 
doing every thing to please Mr.___ and other male characters, where not the 
right way to go. This was just a tactic for survival, not for living. When she 
suddenly finds Sofia to be using exactly this tactic to survive her 
imprisonment, it affects her development. She sees that this is not the way to 
live, but also understands that this is what have helped her to survive her own 
“imprisonment”.  
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Letters 41 – 51 (pages 97 – 126) 
Sofia’s fate changes her character. She thinks all the time about killing 
somebody. Even though Christianity is strictly against hurting others, Celie 
reflects on Sofia’s suggestion: “too many to kill off, I say… I speck we knock 
over one or two, though, here and there, through the years” (102). Of course 
Celie wouldn’t kill, but her gained self freedom lets her to joke about the 
cruel reality even using horrifying details.    
Shug comes for a visit and brings unexpected “surprise” with her, her new 
husband Grady. The same second Celie sees him, she feels a growing 
unpleasantness towards him: “I don’t like his shape, I don’t like his teef, I 
don’t like his clothes. Seem like to me he smell”(110). Repeatedly Celie and 
Mr. ___ are bound with some invisible ties. They belong to Shug’s abandoned 
group. It seems that Shug decides how Mr. ___ and Celie should live. “He 
ain’t beat me much since you made him quit”(111) says Celie to Shug. In 
general, Celie get more talkative. Their daily routine she retells as: “me and 
Shug cook, talk, clean the house, talk, fix up the tree, talk, wake up in the 
morning, talk” (111). Shug changed Celie into a communicative person. Celie 
laughs much more, jokes, opens up. One night when Shug is sleeping together 
with Celie, she tells her about the terrible experiences with her own father. 
The memories of rape Celie carried all her life without telling it to anyone. 
This narration raised a flow of feelings: “I cry and cry and cry. Seem like it all 
come back to me, laying there in Shug arms…”   (114). Shug is surprised how 
cruel people could be to Celie. She tells that she loves Celie and kisses her. 
Celie feels love for the first time in her life. They kiss and embrace for a long 
time until Celie is physically satisfied.  
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Shug reveals some cruel Mr. ___’s actions against Celie. He was hiding 
Nettie’s letters for all those years. Mr.___ has kept them away from Celie, 
because Nettie refused to let him seduce her. Celie is trapped in her own 
ambiguous thoughts. She is happy that Nettie is alive and doing great. Nettie 
and Shug are the only ones who ever loved Celie. On the other hand the 
thoughts about killing Mr.___ do not leave Celie.  
In addition to that when Shug starts having sex with Mr.___ again, Celie 
“wants to choke her, slap Mr.___ face” (121). This time Celie does not accept 
painful challenges like she used to. She is strong enough to concentrate and 
search for inner strength in order to fight back. Celie stops eating, talking, 
crying and sleeping and looks for a peaceful place where would be no Mr.___ 
or even Shug, so she could think and read Nettie’s letters.  
 
Letters 52 – 58, 62 – 67, 70 – 72, 80 –  81, 86, 88 (pages 127 – 143, 156 – 
177,185 – 192, 229 – 247, 260 –  262, 282 –  284)  
After Nettie leaves Celie and Mr.___ she joins the American and African 
Missionary Society, and travels to Africa with Corrine, Samuel, Adam and 
Olivia. Nettie writes letters to Celie, sharing all her impressions and 
experiences of the outside world. She emphasizes that the violent patriarchal 
structure and the victimization of women is not a universal reality. Nettie’s 
letters provide Celie with the strength to fight for her rights and at the very 
same time it reunites the two sisters.  Through the letters Nettie passes on 
important facts, which makes Celie frustrated. She cannot cope with the 
reality and prefers believing that everything that is happening to her is just a 
bad dream: “My daddy lynch. My mamma crazy. All my little half-brothers 
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and sisters no kin to me. My children not my sister and brother. Pa not pa. 
You must be sleep” (178). Being confronted with a reality, makes one go into 
disbelief, which is exactly what happens to Celie. She chooses to close her 
eyes for problems concerning her life. Being confronted with them means that 
she cannot avoid them any longer.   
 
Letters 59 – 61, 68 – 73 (pages 144 – 155, 178 – 199) 
Reading letters from Nettie is not easy for Celie as one would imagine. She is 
in shock and she does not understand all of the words Nettie wrote. She still 
carries the idea about killing Mr.___. Shug suggests that Celie should 
compare her suffering with Jesus. By using the example of Jesus, Shug shows 
that something harrowing can be turned into something positive. Celie must 
rise above the black male code of rage and brutality. Shug insists that Celie is 
better than the ones, who have abused her for so long (Rose, 1986). But Celie 
cannot bear it anymore. Her strong attitudes towards God as her only comfort 
changes. She blames God for allowing Mr.___ to keep the letters from her 
and stops writing to him. Instead she starts writing to Nettie. “What God do 
for me? The God I been praying and writing to is a man. And act just like all 
the other mens I know. Trifling, forgetful and lowdown… Just sit up there 
glorying in being deef” (Walker, 1982:193). For the first time in the novel 
Celie resents all the unnecessary pain she has suffered throughout the years. 
This is an important step in her development because she becomes aware of 
the fact that she does not have to put up with the awful treatment. As Taylor 
explains every person contains a unique identity, which has to be discovered 
by oneself (Taylor, 1994:31). First Celie blames God because she feels 
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betrayed. In her heart she cares about God but has always worried too much 
about what he would appreciate. At this stage she is only able to think in 
concrete example and has therefore always thought that people should go to 
church or pray in order to praise him.  
Shug takes the role of teacher one more time. This time Celie learns from 
Shug that God loves all the feelings people have. The real praising of God 
contains of “liking what you like” (Walker, 1982: 197)  as well as noticing 
even the smallest things God created.    
 
When Celie has gained the strength, she confronts Fonso. The fact that she 
has the courage to confront a man indicates that she has now become aware of 
her own personality and authority. She expects him to apologize and ask her 
for forgiveness. The new pants Celie is wearing confronts Fonso with the 
strength she now possesses. The pants symbolize the rebellion against the 
norms and role assigned to Celie by men. Even though Fonso does not ask her 
for forgiveness, he reveals the place where her parents are buried. Her 
perspective of herself and her life changes when she realizes, that she is not 
blamable for her background. She is spiritually reborn. All the shame she has 
felt throughout the years, believing that it was her real father who abused her 
both physically and psychologically disappears. Celie is no longer a victim of 
incest and her children are not her brother and sister. The distortion from her 
memory of being raped has blocked her right to control her own body and 
pleasure but now it seems to reappear (Berlant, 1988).    
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Letters 74 – 79 (pages 200 – 228) 
Celie decides to leave Mr.___ and move to Memphis with Shug, which 
proves that he is no longer a threat to her. Even though he does not believe 
that she could create a life on her own and calls her ugly, untalented, poor, 
black and a woman, she is ready for a counterattack. “I’m pore, I’m black, I 
may be ugly and can’t cook… But I’m here”(Walker, 1982:210). Furthermore 
she curses Mr.___: “Anything you do to me, already done to you”(210), 
turning his negativity back on himself; he shall suffer, just as she has. She 
even jabs Mr.___’s hand when he reaches to slap her. This shows that Celie 
has made herself untouchable. She has elevated herself from everyone who 
has ever hurt her.  Mr.___ is no longer able to harm Celie neither mentally nor 
physically. She has the upper hand now: “all us together gon whup your ass” 
(202). Celie’s position is a refusal to be victimized by God, Albert or any 
other men. By saying “I’m here” she declares her independency (Harris, 
1986). She releases herself from Albert, the prejudices of being a woman and 
all negativity which has followed her for years. But even though she is 
physically freed from Albert it does not mean that she can escape mentally 
from him. As Taylor states one can never liberate oneself from those who 
love and shape one throughout the life (Taylor, 1994: 33). Even though Albert 
has not loved Celie he has still influenced her life and he has left traces on 
her, which will never go away. Furthermore Taylor states that one should 
strive to define oneself on his own to the fullest (Taylor, 1994: 33), which is 
exactly what Celie does.      
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In Memphis Celie becomes very happy. She gets everything she has ever 
dreamt of: “I got love, I got work, I got money, friends and time”(Walker, 
1982:218). Celie sews pants for Shug and later on she establishes her own 
business. For Celie, making pants is a way of liberating her self from the 
norms in society. By making unisex pants she escapes the typical pattern, 
which many women followed. Here the novel clearly bears the mark of 
Walker’s feminism. She emphasizes her concept of womanism by showing 
that women were not recognized as strong and independent individuals. As 
the philosophy aims to eradicate oppression and to unify all people, Walker 
shows that she supports the idea by letting Celie develop into a self-governing 
character. Furthermore she brings the traditional gender roles up for 
discussion. She wants a change in the way people perceive the different 
genders and she wants total equality between man and woman regardless of 
the environment.        
At this time Celie is satisfied with her life and feels rewarded by God but no 
longer considers him as the center of the universe. Her transformation from a 
submissive girl into an independent woman has provided Celie with another 
perception of God. As Shug has thought her: “God ain’t a he or a she, but a 
It” (196). Celie is now able to think abstractly, which shows that her 
knowledge has expanded. She perceives God as someone who she can share 
her emotions with, instead of an omniscient and powerful punisher. Her 
relation to God becomes more liberate than ever, because she discovers 
sensual pleasure and power beyond her body which displaces all the injustice 
she has experienced in her life (Berlant, 1988). Walker clearly questions the 
stereotypical image of God. She wants people to change the typical image of 
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a long bearded male God into something abstract. She shows how the male 
gender as an embodied gender always dominants peoples’ thoughts.     
Letters 82 – 85 (pages 248 – 259) 
After Fonso’s death Celie inherits the house, a store and the land. She returns 
to live in her childhood’s house but the confrontation with the memories of 
personal danger and sexual violation is no longer present (Berlant, 1988).  
However Celie’s happiness does not last long, because Shug breaks her heart 
again. She finds a new lover. Celie is so crushed that she prays to die. “But 
I’m a woman” (Walker, 1982:254) grieves Celie and forgives Shug all her 
sins. She believes that women have to be compliant and sensitive to each 
other. This shows that she still contains female features and has learned the 
importance of forgiveness and understanding. 
Once again Celie and Mr.___ are: “two old fools left over from love”(276). 
Mr.___ starts to open up and appreciate Celie. He even asks if Celie does not 
like him because he is a man. For the first time she is able to orally express 
what she feels towards men. She does this by comparing them to frogs: “men 
look like frogs to me. No matter how you kiss ‘em, as far as I’m concern, 
frogs is what they stay”(258). From the day she was born she has only been 
confronted with men of cruelty who have all treated her badly. She has built 
up endless hate towards them and her feelings have developed from hate to 
apathy parallel with her personality. But through relationships of love and 
kindness with women she becomes happy and is able to forgive men. Without 
her relationships with women, and especially Shug, she would not have been 
able to become an independent and strong character. 
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Letters 87, 89 – 90 (pages 263 – 281, 285 – 294) 
Celie’s body grows old, but her “heart must be young and fresh though, it feel 
like it blooming blood” (263). The only reason why Celie becomes more and 
more happy is because of the recognition she gains. Taylor explains that: “We 
can flourish only to the extent that we are recognized” (Taylor, 1994: 50), 
which is the case of Celie. She is finally recognised by her surroundings and 
she feels satisfied and complete. Albert feels this and shows respect for her 
for the first time. They understand and are in sympathy with each other 
because Shug has left them both. It seems to her that there are two reasons 
why only Mr.___ can understand her. “One, he love Shug. And two, Shug use 
to love him”(Walker, 1982:264). Celie tries to learn not to want more than she 
can have and tries to understand that Shug has the right to live as she desires.  
Gradually Celie calms down and reconciles herself to: “If she come, I be 
happy. If she don’t, I be content”(288).  
The last letter Celie dedicates to God, stars, trees, sky, people, everything and 
repeatedly to God. She addresses to everything that incorporates godly spirit 
and thanks for being reunited to her sister and her children. The moments of 
their meeting deeply shakes Celie. She cannot move her heart is “in her 
mouth”; she cannot say a word or even get up from the chair. Now when they 
have each other again, all the sorrows stay in the past. The future looks 
promising and Celie feels young and energetic. “But I don’t think us feel old 
at all. And us so happy. Matter of fact, I think this the youngest us ever felt. 
Amen”(294). This symbolizes a new beginning for Celie. She has survived 
despite of all the brutality and violence she had experienced and is ready to 
start a new life. She has developed from being an insecure and inferior girl 
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into a strong and well-balanced woman. She has learned to tear down the 
restraining identity imposed upon her because of the fact that she is a woman 
(Wall, 1988: 88).  
Walker chooses the traditional happy ending where everyone is united and 
forgiven for all of their sins. The miserable past is left behind and everybody 
is entering a bright future. However this is an apparent ending, Walker does 
not solve all the issues presented in the novel. For example the matter of the 
gap between the black and white people remains unsolved. Celie seems happy 
but still has wounds which will never heal. The fact that Walker leaves these 
issues ignored makes the story seem more realistic. She wants to confront the 
reader with real life problems, which in many places have not been solved 
either. She forces the reader to consider the problem of gender roles and a 
possible solution.    
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Conclusion 
In order to answer our research question we took a point of departure in The 
Color Purple by Alice Walker and applied a philosophical theory by Charles 
Taylor to the novel. We ultimately reached the conclusion that recognition is 
crucial in the process of developing an identity. One’s identity is determined by 
outer conditions, which create ruthless conditions for establishing an identity of 
one’s own. Inner characteristics are in constant conflict with the outer. Non- or 
misrecognition can have severe consequences for one’s development and 
ultimately bring the process of becoming to a hold. Through our analysis part 
we have thereby proved that recognition is a vital need for human beings and it 
conditions the process of becoming ‘someone’. As shown throughout this paper 
Celie undergoes such a development from being ‘nobody’ and to become 
‘someone’. This improvement can only take place because of the increased 
recognition she gains from her surroundings. The history section supports the 
idea that the given environments and surroundings play a crucial role in relation 
to one’s position and recognition offered by others. Having recognition and 
oppression as the central theme one can see the connection from Walker to 
womanism and Taylor. Through Walker’s work she emphasizes class issues, 
racism and oppression which she has been struggling with throughout her life. 
She is a strong supporter of womanhood and has developed the philosophy 
further into the concept of womanism. Through womanism she raises the 
consciousness of identity. In addition Taylor enlightens these themes as well 
and adds the notion of recognition. Thereby he opens up for possibilities for the 
black people and other cultures to be recognized. Recognition enables people to 
change the imposed image of themselves.        
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Group Process Description 
We all started out with a common interest in the issues presented by Alice 
Walker in her 1982 novel The Color Purple. After the preliminary discussion 
in the group formation process we ended up five people in our group. We all 
shared the interest for the literary work, but had different ideas of which 
direction to take this project. There where different suggestions for taking the 
project in a more psychological direction and analyze the development Celie 
undergoes in the novel. We were discussing using different psychological 
theories to understand and explain the novel.  
After weeks of endless discussions we turned the project in a more 
philosophical way. Our supervisor, Camelia Elias, pointed out the works of 
philosopher Charles Taylor.  
We then took a starting point in his theories of recognition; these theories 
helped us to understand Celie and her growth and the other women within the 
novel.  
We also agreed upon Charles Taylor also because his philosophical theories 
are also concerned with some of the issue we discussed relating to 
psychological point of view we discussed in the beginning. So all of us were 
pretty contempt with the choice of Taylor as our main source for 
understanding the novel.  
In our search for research material we have used the library of Roskilde 
University and the expertise of the librarians there. Most of our sources have 
been found there, but sources have also been found at other libraries, such as 
the Library of Copenhagen University. Other source where provided by 
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Camelia, she provided us with articles that gave us another perspective on 
things, then what we could come up with from the books. 
Most chapters have been written by one or two members of the group. 
Already at the beginning, after we had determined on where our point of 
departure should be, we decided to split the different chapters among us. We 
all believe that we walk more effectively if we work alone or in smaller 
groups. 
For most of the semester we have had 2 weekly meetings within the group 
and one weekly meeting with our supervisor. At these meeting we have 
received feedback on the chapters we in the meantime had finished and send 
of to Camelia. We also used the meeting to keep up on have we were moving 
along and if we were keeping time.  
To avoid conflicts within the group about deadlines and workload, we started 
out by making a contract with each other and our supervisor. We did not 
encounter any problems with this matter. 
We did not have any real social conflicts, only some few differences of 
opinions which we solved rather quickly.  
We have functioned as a group quite well and when one of our members of 
the group decided to leave RUC we reorganized and tried to turn it into 
something positive.  
All in all we have had a very good group dynamic and we all got very well 
along with each other.  
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